Seasonal variation of LH, sex steroids, body mass, molt, display, and laying in two subspecies of Houbara bustard, Chlamydotis undulata macqueenii and Chlamydotis undulata undulata, housed in outdoor cages under natural conditions.
Subspecies of the Houbara bustard are resident in North Africa (Chlamydotis undulata undulata) or are partial latitudinal migrants in Asia (Chlamydotis undulata macqueenii). Houbara breed in arid or semiarid zones, and the reproductive biology of wild Houbara is largely unknown. Body mass, molt, courtship display, laying, and plasma concentrations of LH, testosterone, and progesterone were measured in captive-bred birds of both subspecies, housed in outdoor cages under natural conditions, over a period of 1 year and 6 months, at Taif, Saudi Arabia (21 degrees 15' N). Captive Houbara bustards show a seasonal breeding pattern with a laying period from January to July. Males began displaying well in advance of any eggs laid and display long after the termination of laying. In females, gonadal activity and molt were mutually exclusive; however, in males, slight overlap between sexual display and molt was observed. In females, seasonal variation of LH and progesterone was synchronous with laying activity. In males both testosterone and LH plasma concentrations were highest in January (testosterone approximately 8 ng/ml; LH approximately 3 ng/ml) at the beginning display period. This could correspond, in the wild, to the establishment of territories. Levels dropped significantly before the females started laying but stayed at an intermediate level throughout the breeding season (testosterone approximately 3 ng/ml; LH approximately 1.5 ng/ml). In the middle of August, during molt, and following heavy rainfall, LH and testosterone peaked (testosterone approximately 2.3 ng/ml; LH approximately 1.8 ng/ml), suggesting a possible impact of rainfall on Houbara gonadal activity. Houbara stopped laying before the maximum ambient temperature reached 32 degrees, indicating that high temperature could be a factor terminating laying activity. No major differences were found between the two subspecies in the timing or duration of the reproductive period; only the annual variation of the body mass varied slightly between the subspecies.